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Some examples of business and social approaches 

  

The first social enterprises were founded long before this term was even coined. The 

Grameen Bank, a microfinance organisation offering small loans to the impoverished without 

requiring collateral, was founded in 1983. In 2006, the bank and its founder, Professor 

Muhammad Yunus from the University of Chittagong in Bangladesh, were jointly awarded 

the Nobel Peace Prize. Another famous social enterprise, the street newspaper Big Issue 

was founded in September 1991. Written by professional journalists and sold by homeless 

people, it gives the latter an opportunity to earn a legitimate income. The founder of the 

newspaper, John Bird, has said that it is "possible to be both profitable and ethically correct". 

         Over the last years this possibility seems to have been recognised and acknowledged 

by a growing number of businesspeople. The idea that you do not have to be a non-profit to 

make a social change appeals to many, especially that there are a number of ways in which 

this social impact can be made. The roots of the idea of corporate social responsibility reach 

back at least into the 19th century or even further, as there have always been businesspeople 

for whom the purpose of business is broader than just earning money, namely: serving the 

society. 

         Approaches to social responsibility vary. Some businesses invest the profits they 

make in social causes. This approach to social responsibility is rooted in the ancient tradition 

of philanthropy. One famous example here can be another Nobel Prize winner - the Swiss 

businessman Henry Dunant – who, in 1863 used his personal fortune to found the Geneva 

Society for Public Welfare, which later became the International Committee of the Red 

Cross. 

         Corporate social responsibility also applies to companies that simply operate in a 

responsible way, treating their employees fairly, sourcing ethical suppliers and minimising 

harm to the environment. One good example can be          the Method company which 

produces environmentally friendly cleaning products. The company fulfils its social goals 

through, for example, careful supplier selection, the use of renewable materials, and using 

renewable energy for production purposes. 

         There are also companies that make a social change in that they provide products 

and services that improve the quality of life in their communities. A good example here may 

be Kurzweil Educational Systems – a company developing reading technology for people 

with learning difficulties and for the blind or visually impaired. 

         Last but not least, there are companies, most often identified as social enterprises, 

which are set up to create employment for those most severely disadvantaged in the labour 

market. Here, a famous example can be Fifteen – a chain of restaurants founded by the 
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British celebrity chef and restaurateur Jamie Oliver – in which disadvantaged youth, including 

those with drug or alcohol problems, the unemployed and the homeless, can find 

employment and be trained to become chefs. 

         Social responsibility and entrepreneurship seems to be future-proof, as more and 

more people want to run businesses that are not brutishly capitalist. This can be observed 

also in the educational market, in which - in response to the growing interest - more and 

more courses are being introduced to teach social entrepreneurship. 

  

 

 

 

Resources: 

  

https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/business-charity-aid-relationship-

tradition-abandoned 

https://www.theguardian.com/money/2011/jan/08/social-entrepreneurs-good-business 

http://www.ventureneer.com/approaches-business-social-responsibility 

http://www.cebcglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/CSR-The_Shape_of_a_History.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION : General procedures to start up a new social 

enterprise 

 

1. 1  What skills you need to be a social entrepreneur  

 

 

Several skills are needed to become an entrepreneur. These skills can be divided in two 

main categories: 

- hard skills 

- soft skills 
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Hard skills include the specific knowledge and abilities required for success in 

entrepreneurship. It can be skills such as IT or accountancy. Soft skills, however are more 

interpersonal skills that are more difficult to quantify. Nevertheless, several skills have been 

identified as important for an entrepreneur: 

Communication and storytelling 

 

Communication is probably one of the most important skills that any type of business needs 

when searching to succeed among consumers. If you are not able to deliver their existence 

to the potential consumer you are not going to make any profits from it. 

A possibility to ensure a proper communication is to make use of storytelling. This way of 

communicating consists on telling as if it was a story the purpose and mission of your 

entrepreneurship, driving engagement and helping entrepreneurs make an impact on their 

target.[i] It plays with emotional engagement rather than with rational engagement, and there 

is no need to be a big company to make a proper use of storytelling; for this reason many 

micro enterprises are benefiting from it. 

Participation 

 

Participation is a wide term under which we put the following skills: 

- Positive thinking 

- Understand diversity 

- Empathy 

- Willingness to share knowledge and experiences 

- Networking 

- Commitment 

- Emotion regulation 

- Persistence and self discipline 

 

It is not possible to develop all skills in here this is why, in the “CONCLUSION: to go further” 

section, you will be able to find several links to online resources to learn more about this 

wide topic.  
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Management 

Two management sections are especially important when running an organisation and we 

will now have a look at them: 

Human resources management 

 

One of the most usual is when having to recruit or hire someone; any organisation wants to 

have the best talent possible working for them. When deciding to hire someone, there are 

different options. On the one hand, you can choose to do the process yourself; on the other 

hand, you can hire an external agent to do the job. In both cases, however, there are 

different points that you need to have clear. First of all, the position you are looking to fulfil; 

you need to have a clear conception of the job that you need this person to do, in order to 

find a worker that can properly do so. Secondly, you need to bear in mind which skills you 

wish the person would have: many times, you will encounter a person that has not all the 

experience you are asking for, but shows skills that will make him/her perfect for the position. 

In third place come the values you have as organisation; no matter how good a worker is, if 

certain values are not shared among the employer and employee it is probable the relation 

does not work properly; for example, if one of your mantras is to have a close relation with 

the clients, a person that works well but does not have a good relation with customers is 

going to shadow the company’s image in front of them. 

Processes management 

 

Business Processes Management (BPM) consists in the study, identification of the needed 

improvements, and monitoring of the business processes for a better performance. Some of 

the benefits from BPM are: 

-   Efficiency: Many processes are often limited because of poor interdepartmental 

communication, lack of monitoring progress, etc. By eliminating these constraints 

processes will work efficiently. 

-   Effectiveness: Through the BPM the ability to handle problems becomes faster and 

better, consequently taking and implementing informed decisions makes the company 

processes running more effective. 

-   Agility: BPM is a tool for recognizing procedures that are not working as they should 

and improving them faster, for this reason the continuous monitoring of processes makes 

the company more agile and adaptable to the market needs. 
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Financial issues 

 

We won’t develop here the financial instruments existing when starting a social business but 

in the following links you can learn more about: 

 

-   Angel investors 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/allbusiness/2015/02/05/20-things-all-entrepreneurs-should-

know-about-angel-investors/#19b5fe44c1aa 

-   Venture capitalists 

 http://www.businessnewsdaily.com/4252-venture-capital.html 

-   Invoice advancers 

http://www.businessnewsdaily.com/9336-choosing-factoring-service.html 

-   Crowd funding 

http://www.businessnewsdaily.com/4847-crowdfunding-small-business.html 

 

1. 2. Design a business model (including sales)t skills you need to be a 

social entrepreneur  

 

The Canvas Business Model is the most critical thinking tool used when creating a business 

model. It consists on creating a Business Model by previously sketching a canvas analysis, 

with the purpose of thinking about all the strategic points, its strengths and weaknesses. The 

Canvas Business Model describes nine essential components: 

·    Customer segments 

·    Value proposition 

·    Channels (communication, distribution and sales channels) 

·    Customer relationships 

·    Revenue streams 

·    Key resources 

·    Key partnerships 

·    Cost structure 
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This tool is helpful because it gives clarity and simplicity to the business model analysis, a 

process that can be tough if the entrepreneur does not have a complete idea about how to 

elaborate.  

 

2. How to transform your idea into commercially viable concept 

 

 

"There are three types of people in this world: those who make things happen, those who 

watch things happen, and those who wonder what happened.„ 

– Mary Kay Ash, American businesswoman 

What do you think, which one of them is initiative? 

People who have initiative and make things happen are highly valued in the 

workplace. But, what is it? And how can you develop it? 

    Researchers Michael Frese and Doris Fay define initiative as "work behavior 

characterized by its self-starting nature, its proactive approach, and by being persistent in 

overcoming difficulties that arise in pursuit of a goal." 

    When you show initiative, you do things without being told; you find out what you 

need to know; you keep going when things get tough; and you spot and take advantage of 

opportunities that others pass by. You act, instead of reacting, at work. 

     Most of us have seen initiative in action. Maybe you've seen a young manager who 

fills her boss's shoes when she's sick and the rest of the team is unsure what to do; or 

perhaps you've seen a team member proposing a process improvement plan to the 

executive board. 

There are several main steps for developing initiative: 

2.1. Develop a career plan 

Research has shown that people who have a long-term career plan are more likely to 

take initiative. Professionals who know what they want and where they want to go are far 

more likely to show initiative at work, especially when the action or decision will help them 

further their career goals. 
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2.2. Build self-confidence 

 

It can take courage and a strong sense of self to show initiative, especially if you fear 

that people may disagree with your actions or suggestions. 

Set small goals so you can achieve some quick wins. And push yourself to do 

(positive) things that you'd otherwise be scared to do – this will not only help you build your 

self-confidence, but it will help you build the courage to accomplish bigger, scarier tasks later 

on. 

2.3. Spot opportunities and potential Improvements 

 

People who show initiative often do so by spotting and acting on opportunities that 

their colleagues or leaders have not noticed. They're curious about their organization and 

how it works, and they keep their minds open to new ideas and new possibilities. 

You should always be on the lookout for areas in your organization that could use 

improvement. 

2.4. Sense-check your ideas 

 

Imagine that you have a new idea about how school teachers can evaluate you. 

Before you head straight to the teacher with your idea, stop and do your homework: think 

about the risks associated with the idea. If the risks are low, then you can go with your idea 

further. But if the risks are high (for example, it would not be to the advantage of your 

colleagues or would involve too much effort or additional work) revisits the idea, talk to 

colleagues and ask for others' opinion before going ahead with that idea. 

2.5. Develop rational persistence 

 

Persistence is the art of moving forward even when you encounter inertia or difficulty. 

People who show initiative often encounter difficulties and setbacks along the way, so 

rational persistence (where you listen to, consider, and appropriately modify your direction 

depending on other people's input) is essential if you want to achieve what you've set out to 

do. 
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When you're persisting with your idea, you'll find things much easier if you learn how 

to manage change  effectively – this can often make the difference between success and 

failure for a project. 

2.6. Find balance 

 

While it's important to take initiative, it's just as important to be wise in the way that 

you use it. In some situations, it can be inappropriate to take initiative, and people who 

generate too much extra work for other people can upset others. 

For example, maybe you have a very dedicated colleague for each idea. However, 

some of his ideas are naive, his insistence on taking the initiative has often crossed the line 

to aggression, and perhaps the whole class felt he had forced things too much at a time 

when other colleagues were already overloaded. 

This is why it's so important to learn good decision-making techniques. The more you 

enhance these skills, the better you'll be at judging when an idea is good, and it isn't. This 

way, you can develop a reputation both for initiative and for good judgment – an invaluable 

combination! 

Once you achieved the courage to reflect on a certain idea and develop your 

initiative, you need to focus on building a plan for your first project. 

And while you are excited, this is your first time being responsible for an overall 

project/business idea and it is a bit frightening. 

A number of questions run through your mind: How do I get started? What are the 

steps necessary to move the project from initiation to closure? How do I build a high 

performance project team? Who do I ask for help in this process? Is there an executive 

sponsor? 

First, understand the 5 stages in the project process: 

Initiation: kicking off the project. 

Planning: planning all of the work of the project. 

Execution: actually performing the work. 

Managing and controlling: all of the work you do during the project to monitor 

progress. 

Closing: completing and delivering the project and adjourning the team.  
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These steps are identical for every project. 

Second, you need to check some steps in order to see if your idea will have all the 

chances to turn into a business. 

1. Figure out what problem is being solved 

When you strip a company down to its core function, you’ll find that it solves a 

problem. Right now, you’re probably infatuated with your idea and are focused on the 

solution it provides. Many businesses claim to have solutions, but what specific problem are 

they really eliminating? 

2. Find your market 

Picture who your ideal user is - this is the first step to actually figuring out where your 

idea fits into a sea of consumers. They all have different habits and needs to fulfill, yet are 

facing the same problem. Figure out where your solution will fit into the market and in the 

lives of people. 

One of the biggest mistakes startups make is the failure to get people to understand 

and want the product or service. If it turns out that your idea isn’t being “sold” to your 

audience, don’t blame the market. Instead, figure out what they find compelling, or what it will 

take to get them to want something different than what they already have 

You have a solution, but it needs to be in front of the right people to be seen as such. 

3. Find your support 

Have you ever noticed how few successful startups were founded by just one 

person? 

Having business partners has several benefits, especially when you’re first starting 

out. They can act as support, a sounding board for your ideas, and provide evidence to 

others that you actually have a good idea. Aside from building a team, having relationships 

with other entrepreneurs will give you invaluable knowledge. Find seasoned entrepreneurs 

and spark conversations with them. Pick their brains - people love to talk about themselves, 

so they’ll be happy to share what they have learned from their experience with starting a 

business. 

4. Create a financial model and plan the first phase 

Since you have your market research done, now you must figure out if it’s financially 

viable. Create a “bottom-up” financial model that focuses on how your product or service is 

created, marketed, and sold to an individual user. Doing this will give you more insight on 

how your business will function. Then, to verify your projections, create another financial 
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model that is “top-down,” which examines the size of your market and what goals you need 

to reach to turn a profit. 

Once you’re satisfied with your financial model, begin moving into planning the first 

phase of your business. This plan is simple - get your ideas out. For discussion purposes 

among your team and mentors, map out your mission, objective, keys to success, target 

market, competitive advantage, and basic strategies. It ensures that everyone involved is on 

the same page and set to proceed into the next stages. 

5. Figure out your source of capital 

Entrepreneurs generally don’t start out just for the money, but money is still needed 

to get the business off the ground. Some attainable sources of funding are self-funding, 

money from people you know (friends and family), credit cards, or loans. Depending on the 

amount you need, a more helpful source can be angel investors and venture capitalists 

looking to back your mission for a slice of the profits and room for decision-making. 

Whatever source(s) you choose to obtain or to aim for, consider that each one has 

their own rewards and risks. 

6. Build the MVP 

The MVP, or minimal viable product, provides you with the feedback you need before 

putting your idea on the market. After all, it’s of no use to anyone if you build a product 

customers don’t want. 

Minimal does not necessarily mean “basic.” The point is not to build a minimal 

product, but a product that is already great (viable), yet has room to improve (minimal). It’s 

how early adopters actually jump on board to use the product and, if they like it, will provide 

you the feedback to make it better for them. 

7. Find the pivot 

The information gathered from your early adopters helps you figure out what works 

and what garnered the most response from your audience. You might find that their feedback 

is entirely different than what you expected and planned for. 

This can lead you to “pivot” your business model, or change a fundamental part of it. 

Changing direction doesn’t mean you failed entirely; it actually helps to prevent failures you 

may have encountered. Pivoting doesn’t necessarily mean abandoning everything you 

learned - it’s about taking what you learned and using it for your new direction. You took one 

route to a destination and got lost; pivoting is just recalculating a different route to get there. 

8. Stay positive 
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They say misery loves company - just make sure there is no misery involved with 

your new business. Self-doubt and questioning if something will go wrong will only hold you 

back from taking the necessary risks. People will question your ideas and your business, but 

if they don’t believe in your ability to overcome it, they are perpetuating their negativity into 

you. When you stay above the negativity and stay positive, it will make it easier when you 

eventually do make a mistake or face an obstacle. And you will face both. 

Your journey to building a sustainable business won’t be like most processes, simply 

because there is no guarantee for success. All you can do is adapt your idea and see what 

works. If at first you don’t succeed with it, try and try again until you do. 

 

Sources: 

Forbes - Turning an idea into a business 

Mindtools - Taking Initiative 

The balance career - How to successfully manage your first project 
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3. How to communicate effectively about your social enterprise 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The idea of using communication plans and marketing tools within non-profit realities and 

social enterprises, is one relatively recent conquest. 

For a long time the idea that communication and marketing policies, was prevalent linked to 

profit logic and expression of a way, that is not always correct, to interact with its customers: 

they have been talked about as a way of manipulating minds of consumers / customers, of 

intrusive techniques at the service of the objective, a bit cynical of increase the visibility and 

the profits of the company. 

Gradually, however, it has become clear that communication and marketing strategies can 

support the social enterprise and the pursuit of its ethical purposes under different profiles: 

helping her to cope better, thanks to public relations techniques, the judgment of the 

community on the results achieved, inevitable where the purpose declared by a social 

organization is the improvement of well-being of the community; supporting it with market 

research techniques in acquiring information on their potential customers. 

Operating in fact, in delicate areas and often intervene on situations of uncomfortable, there 

is a certain difficulty in acquiring data. This also involves some difficulty in preparing an offer 

that is fully adequate for needs of customers/users who can not for the reasons explained 

based on market data always comprehensive. stimulating it to the evolution of its offer, 

introducing logic of customer satisfaction monitoring. 

To make social communication effective, one must also become aware of the importance of 

measuring and evaluating, from a quantitative and qualitative point of view, the results 

obtained as a function of communication activity, so as to be able to detect any errors or 

distortions and , therefore, make the related improvements in view of an increasingly 

effective social communication. 

 

THE COMMUNICATION PLAN 

 

The communication plan is a tool that allows the planning and management of 

communication actions to achieve specific strategic objectives and communication of the 

organization. It is possible to divide into three possible aims, a communication plan: 
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1. firstly,  the strategic one, as it can help the organization implement its  policies;  

2. secondly,  the facilitation of the convergence between the logic of internal 

 communication and those of external communication of the  organization, 

favoring what can be defined as integrated  communication;   

3. thirdly,  to encourage the construction of bi-directional relations between  the 

organization and its target audiences. These are relationships  that are conscious 

and constant over time, not random or episodic,  aimed at co-producing meaning 

and meaning in the communication  exchange between the institution and its 

recipients. And finally,  because as well as a tool for coordinating all the 

subjects, it can  be understood as an organizational process. 

 

Dealing with social communication, the question must be asked first of all is: what does a 

social enterprise communication plan differ from one of a company or a public body? The 

answer that can be given, is that it has to increase the level of awareness and knowledge of 

citizens regarding problems of general interest, also with a view to modify behaviors or 

attitudes. 

Social communication is a model of communication not only the prerogative of the social 

enterprises, but concerns more generally institutions, ministries, regions, municipalities, non-

profit associations and even private companies that implement initiatives of a character 

social and not directly oriented towards an economic profit. 

It must however be kept in mind that the temptation to make social communication with the 

same tools, techniques and perhaps men (agencies) with which it makes commercial 

communication prevails today. The non-participated information (or rather, imposed, as in 

the hammering spots of any campaign) limits its impact on the cognitive level. There is no 

interactivity, no training, no adaptation of the message to different targets. The effects in 

terms of cultural change are rather limited. 

Naturally, not only the promoters can be different, but also the contents conveyed and the 

strategies and tools adopted. 

The contents treated are often delicate and even controversial, unlike what is claimed in 

some of the first definitions of social communication, as they are touched on topics that affect 

the sphere of individual liberties and the identity of individuals. For this, it is necessary to 

evaluate well the representations that are proposed, so that they are not detrimental to 

human dignity and do not yield to the spectacularization in order to gain the attention of the 

public. 

Therefore, even the tools and strategies used may be of different types, indeed they must 

differentiate, as they must be chosen in relation to the relevant public: depending on the 
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recipient of the communication, precise choices will be made which will gradually be the 

most appropriate for reach and meet the needs of the designated target. 

Focusing on persuasion and on the consensual action of individuals, rather than on coercion, 

social communication, in fact, can generate empowerment, pursue purposes of collective 

utility, and stimulate social change for the benefit of the individual and the whole community. 

Today, an increasing number of subjects have come to understand the enormous potential of 

this democratic tool for social change, for which social communication is no longer just an 

interest of public institutions, for which social communication is needed to dialogue with the 

public, or for no profit organizations, for which social communication is used to make 

themselves known, to raise funds and raise awareness on relevant social issues; but it has 

become a very interesting element also for social enterprises and profit oriented companies, 

which see in social communication a vehicle to enhance their products, when they have 

been created according to ethical and sustainability criteria, and to demonstrate their social 

commitment in the field of Corporate Social Responsibility. 

In relation to social communication made by profit companies, there is sometimes the risk 

that it will be used in an instrumental way as a strategy to clean up a company's brand image 

or to try to cover improper business practices. 

Effective social communication can not be confused as an episodic and impromptu 

communication, one-off, but must be practiced continuously in order to be able to achieve 

the objectives set and induce the desired changes. 

In this sense, an adequate planning becomes fundamental, which includes well-reasoned 

choices regarding the most suitable means for communicating a given message, in relation 

to the objectives, the relevant public and the resources available. In this regard, it is 

considered that it might be desirable, in order to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of 

social communication campaigns, to rethink traditional methods of intervention, generating a 

different way of doing social communication, based on creativity and the originality, the 

competence and the use of unconventional resources, and that puts the individual at the 

center of his strategy, with which to try to create an empathic relationship. 

So, a new way of doing social communication that beyond the stereotype that identifies 

social communication with a kind of banal, benevolent, low-effectiveness message, far from 

the unscrupulousness and creative virtuosity of the cumbersome sister: commercial 

advertising. 

 

MARKETING LEVERS FOR SOCIAL ENTERPRISES 
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On a good use of social communication, the tools of marketing can be grafted. 

The traditional levers of the marketing mix can therefore be effectively used to better 

promote ethical causes and services with a social background, without this yield to the pure 

market logic. In the field of non-profit, the use of the marketing mix levers answers in part a 

logic coinciding with the traditional marketing of services, in part presenting some 

peculiarities. 

This is valid for all four marketing levers 

1. the service: the "service system" and therefore the set of main services and 

accessories, that make up the offer of a social enterprise, often discounts the scarcity 

of available resources that requires their concentration on the performance of the 

main service. It is therefore difficult to make efforts to creativity for the impossibility of 

supporting the economic burden of a service more  composite that tries to 

stand out and therefore invests on the  performance of ancillary services.  

2. the price: this is a critical variable in the provision of social  enterprises, 

because the accounts are often difficult to make ends meet. Calculate the price by 

doing reference to the full cost criterion, for example, could lead to setting a price not 

in line with the economic possibilities of the targets. And if it is true that in the case of 

social  enterprises structures it will in some cases be possible give up the profit 

margin on services, it is however true that an evaluation must be conducted. A 

provision of services could lead to substantial losses or to change the methods of 

delivery: trying to adjust the disbursement costs, to financial resources a disposition 

in the structure, making a wider use of staff voluntary, for example, providing different 

price policies according to the target and therefore providing, at the source of the 

same service, a higher price for the wealthier categories, that allow it to be delivered 

more conveniently to  others. Verifying the possibility of providing services with a 

 greater margin than compensate for the provision of other less profitable ones. 

In the case of initiatives financed, in whole or in part, by public bodies then, it often 

comes fixed a predefined figure, which must serve to remunerate the performance of 

the individual service according to criteria that are often very restrictive. Also in the 

case of co-financing, of the public body and of the single user who is in it however, he 

pays a fee, as the services often turn to vulnerable groups population, the price will 

always have to deal with the availability of end users. Therefore, in the marketing of 

social enterprises, price is not a lever on which to act in wide way.   

3. the distribution: the logic of distribution of the services and of the products offered by 

a social enterprise is often not very manageable. Almost always, social enterprises 

operate locally. Only in the case of larger companies it is possible to structure policies 

for the distribution of services and products. In other cases, they work on  local 
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markets and therefore many factors of distribution policies fail. In this situation, 

however, it is easier to be aware of local  needs and therefore to structure the offer 

in the best possible way. The use of the web has certainly brought new opportunities 

for  expansion that are finding increasingly original forms of involvement and 

customerization. 

4. the communication:  the first function that communication takes place in the non-

profit sector is to promote social, ethical and cultural values that they  are then 

effectively pursued through the provision of services and products capable of bring a 

real benefit to the community - expanding social consensus and stimulating the 

debate. In view of  the limited size of the reference territory of initiatives that they 

 often present a local dimension. Although, as for distribution,  often local 

communication policies can reach much larger contexts via the web. 

 

Resources: 

Stefano Martelli LA COMUNICAZIONE DEL TERZO SETTORE NEL MEZZOGIORNO 

 

CCIAA Roma GUIDA ALLA CREAZIONE DELL'IMPRESA SOCIALE 

 

Fabrizio Mastrofini, Girolamo Rossi COMUNICARE L’IMPRESA SOCIALE 

 

Cucco E., Pagani R., Pasquali M. (a cura di), SECONDO RAPPORTO SULLA 

COMUNICAZIONE SOCIALE IN ITALIA 

 

 

 

 

  

5. SE approaches and innovation 

 

 

The problem with giving a good definition of social innovation lies partly in the fact that 

both components of the term require defining. The social component is often defined in 

terms of a value  (e.g., by the Stanford Social Innovation Review or BEPA) that is less 

concerned with profit and gains for entrepreneurs or investors and more with benefits to 
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communities or to society as a whole. Another frequent way to define it is to refer to 

social needs, which social innovation attempts to meet (e.g. the Social Innovation 

Exchange). Some researchers (Gillwald) look at social innovation from the perspective of 

its social impact, i.e. “societal achievements that… provide improved solutions”. 

As far as innovation itself is concerned, it can be defined referring to Bessant and Tidd’s 

(2007) 4P’s framework, which distinguishes  four categories in which change can take 

place: 

-          New product/service innovation, i.e. changes to what an organization offers. 

-          Process innovation, i.e. changes to the way in which products or services are 

developed or delivered. 

-          Positioning innovation, i.e. changes to the way in which a specific product or 

process is perceived. 

-          Paradigm innovation, i.e. changes to mental models which shape organisations 

and whole sectors. 

In order to be innovative, social enterprises must be able to introduce changes in one of 

these categories. Researchers Fergus Lyon and Celine Chew from the Third Sector 

Research Centre use the case studies of three UK based organisations that are financed 

mainly by social enterprise activity to present different approaches to innovation in the 

context of social entrepreneurship. 

The first of the described organisations is a charity whose aim is to help disabled people 

live independent lives. In its activities, it focused on the experiences of the disabled as 

users of public services. This user-driven approach could serve as an example of 

process innovation - involving the key beneficiaries of services in the development of 

services themselves. 

The second case study considered a non-profit environmental organisation which 

created education and training programmes for various audiences. The courses were 

tailored specifically to concrete groups. The targeted audiences were groups that had not 

used such courses before (e.g., like landowners and farmers), which makes the activity 

of this organisation a good example of positioning innovation. 

The subject of the last case study was an organisation offering early-years education. It 

was innovative in that it had a diverse portfolio of income based on a special fee 

structure (the fees depended on the clients’ ability to pay). This innovative approach to 

income generation gave the organisation the freedom of independence from grants and 

donations, although it still performed a social function providing high quality early-years 

education for local communities, irrespective of the income of particular parents. 
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While the latter is a good example of paradigm innovation, it is worth noticing that 

actually all social enterprises show this kind of innovation, as they attempt to preserve 

their social mission while funding it through business activities. 

  

  

http://siresearch.eu/blog/what-ways-can-social-enterprises-be-innovative 

http://www.tepsie.eu/images/documents/research_report_final_web.pdf 

 

5.   Creativity and innovation between commercial business and 

social work 

 

The notion of innovation is usually included in the definition of entrepreneurship itself, as 

it seems to be one of the key characteristics of the so-called entrepreneurial spirit (other 

often mentioned qualities involve initiative and risk-taking). 

In the case of social entrepreneurship, however, innovative activity has a social objective. 

Innovative solutions are developed in order to address specific social problems. 

According to social entrepreneur Willemijn Verloop this sort of innovative thinking 

requires a certain level of “unreasonability”, which she understands as something 

positive and defines it through a quotation from George Bernard Shaw’s “Man and 

superman”: “The reasonable man adapts himself to the world: the unreasonable one 

persists in trying to adapt the world to himself. Therefore all progress depends on the 

unreasonable man.” With a desire for a social change as the central driver, social 

entrepreneurs seem to depend on innovation even more than reasonable, commercial 

ones, which focus on exploiting market opportunities and concentrate their creative 

forces on generating profit. 

As innovation is such an intrinsic feature of social entrepreneurship, a special term – 

“social innovation” – has been coined to describe this phenomenon. The OECD definition 

of social innovation distinguishes it from economic innovation, emphasizing that “it is not 

about introducing new types of production or exploiting new markets in themselves but is 

about satisfying new needs not provided for by the market (even if markets intervene 

later) or creating new, more satisfactory ways of insertion in terms of giving people a 

place and a role in production.” The aim of social innovation is always to improve the 

welfare of individuals and communities, whether it is by giving employment, affordable 

products that people in a given community really need, or anything else. 
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Interestingly, there are entrepreneurs who prove that it is possible to take into account 

both the business and the social aspect of things. They want to make a change but they 

also want to create earnings. This kind of approach may be especially effective, as 

focusing only on the social aspect may easily lead to the lack of financial resources to 

introduce the desired change. At the same time, ignoring social or environmental issues 

can be a bad marketing strategy. Customers like to feel good about their choices, also 

from a moral perspective. 

This opens up wonderful opportunities for hybrid businesses with something that John 

Elkington in his book on 21st century business calls “a triple bottom line”. A triple bottom 

line measures not only a company’s economic value, but also the degree of its social 

responsibility and environmental impact. A good example of a company with a triple 

bottom line is TOMS Shoes, founded by Blake Mycoskie. Simply speaking, the company 

donates one pair of shoes for every one sold. Is there anything guilt-ridden shoe lovers 

from the first world could wish more? 

Another way in which business can meet social innovation is through cooperation 

between the so-called “bees” – small organisations or individuals with ideas – and the so-

called “trees” – big organisations, such as governments or companies, which are not as 

good at creativity as “bees” but much better at implementation. The problem is how to 

connect the two. However, once they do meet, they can often make a real social change. 

  

  

http://www.simplexpayroll.com/blog/2016/03/social-entrepreneurs-vs-business-

entrepreneurs-the-similarities-and-differences/ 

https://youtu.be/Vvq9YgoJabY 

http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/social_business/docs/conference/oecd_en.pdf 

http://www.investopedia.com/articles/investing/092515/10-most-successful-social-

entrepreneurs.asp 

 

  

CONCLUSIONS: to go further 

Some examples of business and social approaches 
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https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/business-charity-aid-relationship-

tradition-abandoned 

https://www.theguardian.com/money/2011/jan/08/social-entrepreneurs-good-business 

http://www.ventureneer.com/approaches-business-social-responsibility 

http://www.cebcglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/CSR-The_Shape_of_a_History.pdf 

SE approaches and innovation 

 

http://siresearch.eu/blog/what-ways-can-social-enterprises-be-innovative 

http://www.tepsie.eu/images/documents/research_report_final_web.pdf 

 

Creativity and innovation between commercial business and social work 

 

http://www.simplexpayroll.com/blog/2016/03/social-entrepreneurs-vs-business-

entrepreneurs-the-similarities-and-differences/ 

https://youtu.be/Vvq9YgoJabY 

http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/social_business/docs/conference/oecd_en.pdf 

http://www.investopedia.com/articles/investing/092515/10-most-successful-social-

entrepreneurs.asp 

 

About competences to become an entrepreneur: 

 

 

- Difference between hard and soft skills:  

https://www.thebalancecareers.com/hard-skills-vs-soft-skills-2063780  

 

- About storytelling: 

Step and Stone (2015), How storytelling can help you communicate more effectively 

(02/05/2015)  available online at http://www.stepandstone.co.uk/storytelling-to-communicate-

more-effectively/  

 

- About positive thinking: 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w4nbt6afV3o 

 

- About understanding diversity: 

http://smallbusiness.chron.com/diversity-training-activities-workplace-22919.html 

 

- About empathy: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=97waTZSpYIA 

  

- About promotion of knowledge sharing: 

https://bloomfire.com/blog/522359-5-ways-to-encourage-knowledge-sharing-within-your-

organization/ 

 

- About networking: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6M7ahzk0dGU 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tfyOSxCHmTE 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IjSPfGsaC3g 

 

- About the importance of commitment 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ydVP6cgjkYY 

  

- About how to recognize different emotions 

 https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/emotions.htm  

 

- About the importance of having a strong self discipline 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ecP7uPYmWs4 

  

- About human resources management 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8UHasSjbCeg 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hLrBKLxAjVE 

 

- About the canvas model 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IP0cUBWTgpY 

 

 


